Peripatetic Philosophy: Sterne and Cosmopolitanism
A telling moment in the second volume of A Sentimental Journey (1768) sees a pensive Yorick struggling to envisage the condition of 'the millions of my fellow creatures born to no inheritance but slavery'. While the situation of these unfortunate beings might appear to offer an 'affecting' scene for sentimental reflection, Yorick finds 'that I could not bring it near me, and that the multitude of sad groups in it did but distract me'. Moving quickly on, he directs his melancholic imagination instead to a 'single captive' imprisoned in a 'dungeon' -a figure who still exemplifies the 'miseries of confinement' but who bears little resemblance to the millions of slaves, presumably located in the Caribbean colonies, at whose plight Yorick had initially glanced. 1 Sometimes read as typifying Sensibility's troubled relationship to slavery, this illustration of the limitations to sympathetic engagement might also be read as a failure of cosmopolitan ethics. The difficulty Yorick experiences here is spatial as well as imaginative: the physical distance of this mass of suffering figures prevents Yorick from bringing them 'near' him, causing him to reach instead for the more immediate image of an incarcerated individual (someone akin, perhaps, to a prisoner in the Bastille, the particular source of Yorick's anxiety concerning his own liberty in this section of the narrative). This turning away from distress on a global scale has a contemporary correlative in Adam Smith's The Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759). In a passage that was added to the second edition of the Theory (1761), Smith noted how easily even a 'man of humanity' in Europe would cease contemplating a 'dreadful calamity' that involved the 'great empire of China' being 'suddenly swallowed up by an earthquake', notwithstanding the fact that the victims of this catastrophe would constitute an 'immense multitude', 'a hundred millions' of the European's 'brethren'. While the moral agents envisaged by Smith would not actively forward such a disaster to prevent injury to themselves, they are nevertheless presented as 'sentimentally near-sighted', as Fonna Forman-Barzilai puts it, in relation to the lives of unknown others. 2 For both Sterne and Smith, the objects of sentimental sympathy needed to be more familiar, as well as more particular, than such distant multitudes. Smith's own concern here was with the Stoic notion of the "citizen of the world", an ideal he resisted as too severe in its call to collapse the concentric circles of one's life towards the centre, so as to feel for one's self and connections only as much as one felt for humanity at large. 3 In its fleeting allusion to slavery, Sterne's Journey signalled a similar reluctance to make grand claims for sympathy's global reach, registering instead the tendency of moral feeling to privilege distresses closer to home.
Yet although Yorick finds himself unable to stretch his sympathetic imagination as far as the West Indies, in other ways the Journey has much to say about cosmopolitanism as a crosscultural ethos. Here, I want to examine A Sentimental Journey as an essay in cosmopolitanism:
as a work that engages, without necessarily endorsing, the idea of cosmopolitanism as, in the words of Jeremy Waldron, 'a way of being in the world, a way of constructing an identity for oneself that is different from ... the idea of belonging to or devotion to or immersion in a particular culture'. 4 While it is not a "cosmopolitan text" in any straightforward or idealistic sense, I shall argue, Sterne's narrative can be read as a comic exploration of the idea, which tests the viability, and uncovers some of the ironies, of the attempt to adopt and inhabit a cosmopolitan identity. there is a balance, said he, of good and bad every where; and nothing but the knowing it is so can emancipate one half of the world from the prepossessions which it holds against the other-that the advantage of travel, as it regarded the sçavoir vivre, was by seeing a great deal both of men and manners; it taught us mutual toleration; and mutual toleration, during the eighteenth century, and what discussions there were treated the idea with scepticism. 13 Few writers, certainly, wholly endorsed the "concentric" model of worldcitizenship, which involved adopting a 'stoical apathy', as Smith would put it, to one's nearest and dearest. 14 Nevertheless, as the passages above from 'The Prodigal Son' and A Sentimental Journey also indicate, broader ideas about cosmopolitan toleration, education, and improvement were often rehearsed at this time in travel narratives and in other discourses on the purposes of travel.
A pertinent case in point here is a work published a few years before the Journey: 19 Nevertheless, Hurd's work usefully delineates the conceptual parameters of Yorick's own journey through France. In his 'preface', on the one hand, Yorick expresses scepticism about the 'knowledge' and 'improvements' to be gained by travel (p. 16).
In words that align him with Hurd's Locke, Yorick here describes a situation of cultural particularity in which nation-specific 'education, customs and habits' render inter-cultural communication almost a 'total impossibility', leaving the 'expatriated adventurer' continually undersold (p. 13). Yet elsewhere, pace 'Shaftesbury', it appears that self-improvement through sociable commerce abroad may well be possible. The transformative potential of cross-cultural conversation is suggested, for instance, by Yorick's encounter with the monk, Father Lorenzo.
Having initially insulted the Father, Yorick is later reconciled with him through a sentimental exchange of snuff-boxes. As the description of Yorick's own snuff-box as a 'peace-offering' (p. regarding the Abbé and the grisettes with an expression of refined shock: 'Good God! said I, turning pale with astonishment-is it possible, that a people so smit with sentiment should at the same time be so unclean, and so unlike themselves' (p. 83). In contrast to Smollett's dogged refusal to allow 'delicacy of sentiment' to the French, Yorick here reasserts his belief that it is only by displaying the fine feelings for which they were renowned that the French would act in a manner truly self-identical (or, be like themselves). Yet, as the word 'smit' also suggests, model, according to which general standards of conduct were applicable across nations. Central to this aspect of the Journey is the cosmopolitan requirement of hospitality to strangers. This would receive its most famous articulation later in the century in the writings of Kant. As he defined it in Perpetual Peace (1795), hospitality for Kant meant 'the right of a stranger not to be treated with hostility when he arrives on someone else's territory'. In Kant's view, such strangers could claim only 'the right of resort' in a foreign territory, not 'the right of a guest to be entertained'. 25 Earlier in the century, other writers had tied the cosmopolitan desideratum of hospitality more specifically to the obligations upon hosts under the banner of politeness. In David Hume's formulation of the ideal, for instance, 'Strangers and foreigners are without protection: Hence, in all polite countries, they receive the highest civilities, and are entitled to the first place in every company'. 26 As Hume's formulation implies, civility to foreigners (and other unknown guests) could be regarded as a litmus-test for any claim to national politeness. 27 This duty of hospitality, or protection of strangers, formed an important element within the English-French contention over manners and morals. As the Abbé Le Blanc indicated of his countrymen in 1747: 'WE hold politeness to strangers to be one of the virtues of our nation; yet 'tis one of those which the English dispute the most with us'. 28 With a certain irony, their competing claims to polite hospitality fed into the inter-national rivalry between England and that were put forward in France itself during the eighteenth century. As France suggests, while they did not necessarily constitute a unified project or agree upon a single, distinct formulation of new kinds of polite behaviour, these views 'challenged the court-centred politesse with its stress on polished manners, and tried to envisage a more inward politeness ("la politesse du coeur"), and one that was more appropriate to free relations between equals -a politeness for the polis'. 35 In his appeal to this humane 'politesse de coeur', then, Yorick was participating in an attempt more closely to harmonise manners and morals that was already being made by the
French themselves.
With what might be regarded as an audacious piece of cultural hijacking, Sterne's text relocated this (French) conception of 'inward politeness' to the modern English. This is not, of course, quite the same thing as simply being open to alternative ways of life, the supposed principle of a cosmopolitan identity. As Skrbiš and Woodward counsel, while such openness is an 'epistemological principle of cosmopolitanism', in some cases it may involve instead 'a form of cultural appropriation'. 36 And yet, such appropriative behaviour can also be viewed as one effect of cosmopolitan openness, as distinct from a straightforward rejection of (national) difference. While the French are undoubtedly found to be lacking in certain respects in the Journey -not least for what Sterne himself termed their samey 'civility' -Yorick is nonetheless willing to adopt from them the finer 'delicacies' that England, with its reputation for spleen and un-complaisant insolence, could still appear to lack. 37 Nor is this appropriative process the only way in which cosmopolitanism remains relevant to the Journey. Importantly, during the remainder of the narrative, Yorick displays a continuing willingness to engage. His experiences in the chapters 'The Supper' and 'The Grace', for instance, are suggestive of a more natural cosmopolitanism, in terms of both the rural hospitality he receives and his own joyous response to rustic innocence. The pastoral simplicity of these moments can only be temporary for such an urbane traveller, and the Journey's final chapter, 'The Case of Delicacy', returns him to his more habitual environment of coaches and lodgings, self-consciousness and moral uncertainty. . 39 Yet Yorick's stab at sympathetic openness is itself shown to be impeded by latent structures of thinking, partiality of engagement, and the inevitable complexities of inter-cultural "conversation". What emerges from this cosmopolitan enterprise is, then, a variegated picture rather than a coherent schema.
Unlike Walter Shandy, Yorick is not a 'systematick' thinker; the Journey, as he notes, is 'not a work of reasoning' (p. 80). 40 Yorick's cosmopolitanism is both interested and erratic. As his early perception of the 'rights' to be gained by Continental travel implies (p. 3), Yorick seeks to profit from his peregrinations, to acquire the cultural capital that his openness to the French might convey. His declarations of cosmopolitan intent can themselves be self-regarding, even bathetic. Back again in Calais, for instance, it is his consumption of Burgundy wine that leaves him 'at peace' with the world and in a fine cosmopolitan disposition, 'more warm and friendly to man' (p. 5). And yet, however compromised, limited or temporary his implementation of cosmopolitan aims and ideals, it is the very invocation of these principles that marks the particular complexion of Yorick's travels.
Sterne's trick in the Journey, we might say, was to turn English suspicions of Continental travel to comedy, rather than complaint. The novel's textured and (at times) vacillating approach offers an instructive angle on modern cosmopolitanism studies, with its sometimes bifurcated vision, split between idealism and scepticism. Sterne's text plays out in interesting ways a tension, between wary patriotism and a more outward-looking perspective, that has been central to this field since its beginnings in the mid-1990s, following the publication of Martha Nussbaum's 'Patriotism and Cosmopolitanism' (1994) and the debate it provoked. 41 As Yorick's peripatetic experience evidences, the two elements within Kwame Appiah's suggestive formulation, 'cosmopolitan patriotism', are ever in a state of complex interplay. 42 Yorick's journey incorporates an intricate reminder that, rather than representing an abstract ideal, cosmopolitanism necessarily involves interactions with others; that, even when conceived as a 'lived category' or as 'actually existing cosmopolitanism' (to cite an often-quoted formulation), such interactions are rarely pure demonstrations of kind-hearted openness, 'mutual toleration' or 'mutual love'. 43 And yet, as the Journey also attests, neither is this merely 'a hostile kind of a world' (p. 20) in which reconciling differences beyond one's national shores constitutes a total impossibility. Rather than a polarised picture of either engagement or insularity, the Journey offers its readers a sophisticated exploration of cosmopolitanism and its discontents, a comic rendering of both the potential for, and the difficulty of realising, an open-minded, otherregarding identity.
In her discussion of Adam Smith and cosmopolitanism, Fonna Forman-Barzilai asks:
'what might it mean ... to extend his well-known ideas of "sympathy" and "spectatorship" to distant strangers?'. 44 In A Sentimental Journey, I have argued, Sterne explored what it might mean to extend sympathy to strangers closer to home; to a people who, for some commentators at this time, were not too distant for sympathy but, rather, too close for comfort. During the Journey, Yorick exercises his sympathetic imagination within this foreign setting, so that the physical distance that had seemed, to Smith, to hinder global sympathy is removed (as though Smith's 'man of humanity' had actually travelled to China to condole its distressed people at close quarters). Yet the very act of roaming abroad also introduced a further element to the picture: the host country's cosmopolitan exercise of hospitality to strangers. In a fictional engagement that looks two ways, Yorick's travelogue thus presents a comedy of cross-cultural purposes which tests both his own ability to sustain a generous attitude to national others and, through this, his hosts' willingness to receive him with the 'highest civilities' of cosmopolitan openness.
